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The Burton Fish
NARRATIVE BY LEE

BURTON

sympathy.
Steve responded to discomforting
demands in his life in a passive-aggressive manner. Non-compliance was not
his style; non-completion was. At home,
chores took forever to get done and a
baffled, beleaguered mother resorted to
nagging. At school, he faced frustrated
and dissatisfied teachers who confronted him, often unpleasantly, over school
work done so slowly that little ever was
accomplished. Academic progress,
already affected by moderate learning
disabilities, was further hindered by minimal production.
From time to time, I would see Steve
and other students sitting quietly and
sadly in the school office. The students
were Jehovah's Witnesses who were
knowingly excluded from class on days
their teachers celebrated religious holidays in the classroom. This is the
inevitable result when teachers choose
not to be sensitive to the exquisite concept that public schools are for all children. One year Steve could not even be a
student of the week because it was tied
in with birthday - or in some instances,
"unbirthday" - celebrations in a manner
that did not allow participation due to
his religious affiliation. It was easier for
the teacher to exclude him than change
procedures.
Steve liked fishing. When, on his
eleventh birthday, I presented him with
a fishing lure as a birthday gift, he politely declined to accept it, explaining that
Jehovah's Witnesses could not accept
birthday gifts. I hesitated for a second
and then said, "This isn't really a birthday gift. It's just something I got you as a

The Burton Fish is a part of my life
and will always be. It is really not a big
thing, but it is memorable and will not
be forgotten. I am regularly asked to
retell the story of the Burton Fish by
friends who are as captivated as I am by
the human life which is at its center.
I did not create The Burton Fish
although my last name, as you may have
discovered from the author credit, is
Burton. It was created by Steve, who for
almost two years was a student in my
elementary special education resource
room early in my teaching career. Steve
was a sullen-faced child, possessed of a
sense of humor that somehow shone
through his sad countenance intermittently. His sandy brown hair was short
but still disheveled and his front bangs
were long enough to hang down and partially cover his rich brown eyes. During
discussions, he often looked at me with
his head tilted at a slight angle and his
mouth forming a pinched and mischievous smile. This stood in sharp contrast
to the near frown that was more commonly seen on his face. Contradictions
were part of his appearance. He was
labeled emotionally impaired.
Steve was - and maybe still is - a
hard luck kid. Unhappiness seemed a
fixture in his life and an unspoken sense
offeeling burdened framed his response.
Neither home nor school provided
refuge from his troubles. At home, his
father's high level of alcohol consumption and questions of fidelity created
problems that devastated any sense of
security and tranquility. At school, low
skills damaged his confidence and an
appearance of being lazy brought little
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tion of the Burton Fish will only be
heightened by this now completed introduction with its creator.
During class one day in sixth grade, a
few months before he moved out of the
district, Steve had taken a laminated
card needed for the assignment that he
was doing - rather slowly, I should add
- and tossed it up into the air. It hit a
ceiling tile, became embedded, and
stuck there, dangling like a leaf in the
wind. It was the commotion that followed that turned my attention from my
work with another student to Steve who
was on a table leaping into the air in an
attempt to retrieve the card.
During the early years of my teaching,
students who had been reasonably productive and cooperative during our
sixty-minute language skills class were
given five minutes of free time before
returning to their general education
classes. I judged Steve's behavior to be
seriously disruptive enough to warrant
the relinquishment of free time that day.
The loss of five minutes of free time
was, I felt, actually a rather mild consequence considering the nature of his
behavior. This proved to be an area of
dispute.
Steve's next activity in class that day
was story writing. At first he sat at his
table staring at his paper and not moving. Then he settled in with a serious
look on his face, working quickly
enough for an observer to actually
detect the progress of his pencil moving
across the paper without having to wait
around for a while. I walked by to see
what he had written. His name was
scrawled -across the top of the paper and
the first sentence of the story was completed. It read:
"I went out and bought a gun and shot
Mr. Burton."
Steve's anger - along with other
aspects of his life - was not well-disguised.
"Are you mad at me, Steve?" I asked.

friend since I know you like to fish."
That was all Steve needed to hear.
"Thanks, Mr. Burton," he said with a
smile I could have wrapped up and
taken home. "I guess it's OK then."
I did not mean to manipulate Steve,
just be a friend and bring him some happiness.
When Steve was in sixth grade, he, his
siblings and mother left his father and
moved to a nearby town where the children enrolled in a new school district.
Steve occasionally would call me up to
chat and tell me what was happening in
his life. I could always recognize his
voice. Nobody spoke more slowly and in
such a severe monotone. At one point
nearly two years went by without a call
but when it came, it was with the same
deliberate, monotonic voice.
"Heeelllooo, Mmmiiisssterrr
Burrrtonnn."
"Hello, Steve."
Steve had called just to visit and tell
me about his experiences on his school
wrestling team. He told me he had participated in a tournament and had taken
second place.
"That's great, Steve," I replied excitedly. "You must be pretty proud."
A moment of silence ensued and then:
"Do you want to hear how I got it?"
I, too, hesitated for a moment before
speaking. It was clear that this was not
going to be a pretty story, but there
seemed to be no way to stop its telling.
"Sure," I said with false enthusiasm.
"Well," said Steve, "I had a bye in the
first round. I lost the match in the second round and in the last round it was a
forfeit because the kid I was supposed
to wrestle didn't show up."
Steve stopped talking. That was the
end of the story. He had taken second
place without winning a match.
For the inquisitive reader, no, I have
not forgotten about the Burton Fish. As I
mentioned at the beginning, that is not
likely to happen. The reader's appreciaMI CHIGAN READING JOURNAL
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I kept fishing. I fish and I fish. All I
caught was Burtons so I went home.

"Yes," Steve replied. Brevity was typical of Steve's discourse.
"Do you think it was unfair that I took
away your free time because you were
jumping up and down on a table trying
to get a card you had thrown into the
ceiling?"
Another "yes."
"Steve," I said, "when you're mad at
me, how about just telling me so we can
talk about it, OK?"
"OK," said Steve.
"I'll let you have your free time even
though I do think you could have handled yourself better. Now, would you
like to start a different story?"
"OK," repeated Steve.
Shortly before class ended, Steve
handed me a story that he had completed in record time. It was called the "The
Burton Fish" and is transcribed below.
When my students ask me how long a
story has to be, I invariably answer,
"Long enough to be good." Steve's story
is by no means a long story, but it is definitely long enough to be good. It is
reproduced here in its entirety. The original story was accompanied by a picture
of a fish which is also reproduced here
for your edification. The fish, it may be
noted, is skinny and has curly hair. It is
no coincidence that I, too, have curly
hair and am, shall we say, pleasingly
slender.

My last contact with Steve was not
actually with him. I was at a garage sale
many years ago attempting to bargain
down prices with the young woman in
charge by asking if there were special
discounts for teachers purchasing items
for classroom use. A conversation was
struck and I discovered I was talking to
Steve's older sister. The news? "Hard
luck" - his sister's words - sums it up
best.
Special education teachers often
develop a sense of resignation - but
never a sense of comfort - over the
dubious future faced by many of our students. When nothing seemed to work as
well as I wished with a particular student, there was always my position of
last resort. I would rely heavily on an
aspect of the relationship that I tried to
build right from the beginning with each
of my students. It was the foundation
from which all of my teaching strategies
derived. I felt I could always succeed in
letting a child know that I liked him or
her. I tried hard to do that with Steve.
It has been sixteen years since Steve
left my classroom to move to another
district. I do still wonder and worry
about him but my concern for him is not
all that he has left me. A short piece of
writing by an eleven-year-old boy has
brought me much pleasure over this
period of time. I can only hope that
memories of me have done the same for
Steve, author of "The Burton Fish."

The Burton Fish
One day I went fishing. I saw a big
fish. I grabbed my fishing pole. I saw
him swallow the hook. It was a Burton.
I threw him back. I still had my bait so

Lee Burton teaches in
Hartland. He has served on
the MRA Board in a variety
of capacities and prepares
publications for the
Livingston County Reading
Council.
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